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Many small coastal communities face the challenge of accommodating growth without pushing its high costs u
on residents. The Town of Bath, North Carolina is addressing its growth problems using the CAMA guide- si
lines, state and federal funds and active citizen participation.
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Introduction
Throughout the Southeastern Atlantic Seaboard,
thousands of small towns with aging populations,
stagnant economies and limited financial resources
are encountering increased pressure for recreational
development.
The Town of Bath, North Carolina is one such
place, and its experience with land use planning —
prompted by a state land management act— provides
a model for other towns in similar straits. Bath's ex-
perience also demonstrates the benefits that can
result from partnerships among local, state and
federal governments and the private sector.
North Carolina's Coastal Area Management Act
In 1974, concern about the negative impacts of
unconstrained development along the North
Carolina coastline prompted the North Carolina
General Assembly to pass the Coastal Area Manage-
ment Act (CAMA). CAMA established a compre-
hensive regional management program for 20 North
Carolina counties. The Coastal Area Management
Act is designed to accommodate both public and
private interests concerning the coast. The act is
intended to strike a balance between the use and
preservation of coastal resources.
To insure "balanced" development, the CAMA
process includes state designation and regulation of
environmental areas, as well as specific guidelines
for the creation and maintenance of coastal area
land use plans. The Coastal Area Management Act
provides a structure that guarantees particular issues
are addressed in planning for future land use.
The act requires a partnership between the state
and local government. Beyond the structural
guidelines, a local government is responsible for
establishing and maintaining a balanced growth
policy. Each town must consider the opportunities
and constraints associated with development.
Therefore, CAMA affords local governments a great
deal of autonomy in planning for future land use.,;
The partnership results in a tailored land use plan
that fulfills the needs of the local government and
the greater coastal area.
Larger towns and cities of the coastal area have
been able to muster resources to minimize the
negative externalities associated with increased
coastal development. However, smaller towns, while
facing similar development pressures, have fewer
resources available to fund mitigative measures.
Without creative planning and professional support,
small towns are often unable to expand their eco-
nomic base without compromising the environment.
The director of the North Carolina Department
of Coastal Area Management in the North Carolina
Department of Natural Resources and Community
Development highlighted the future problems in
1985:
la-
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This program's greatest challenge in its next
10 years will be addressing these more dif-
ficult, but perhaps more important problems
where the management needs are less clear
and the solutions considerably more complex.
One such topic is the protection of the coastal
water quality. . .It will require better treatment
of increasing levels of wastewater in areas
where septic tanks are marginally suitable and
large public treatment systems are financially
beyond reach.
The CAMA structure forces local governments to
address these important issues, as it dictates that a
particular process be followed in creating a land use
plan. This paper illustrates how vital the process
itself is to accomplishing a creative and effective land
use plan. To demonstrate, the experience of one
small coastal town facing development pressures will
be analyzed.
The Town of Bath has been successful in turning
identified needs and objectives into action and
results. Since the early 1980s, town leaders have
worked with CAMA officials to devise ways to
stretch their resources to help the municipality deal
with development pressures. CAMA guidelines gave
Bath a place to start in the evaluation of present and
future land use. The process revealed to the Town
particular needs, and the identification of the needs
became objectives. Public participation, CAMA
supervision, and professional assistance moved ob-
jectives to accomplishment.
Bath's land use planning does not simply lay out
general land use guidelines. The Town has taken an
active role in preparing for future coordinated
development. With the assistance of consultants, the
Town created a land use policy that regulates and
accommodates inevitable development. The Bath
Land Use Plan and its 1986 update set policies that
regulate development. For example, the develop-
ment of an alternative wastewater treatment system
accommodates development yet controls negative
externalities.
Bath's success demonstrates: 1) how a small town
with very limited resources can devise a way to
achieve something if it has vision, desire, and some
help; and 2) how a local government that takes the
planning process seriously can decide to implement
it and make it work. The local government must be
willing to the effort.
Bath's experience reveals a variety of lessons about
planning for small coastal towns. The most elemen-
tary (yet often forgotten) is that the land use process
Historic Bath
serves as a vehicle for action. The extent to which
a small town can take action to mitigate excess
development depends mainly on the resolve of the
town. With local participation, CAMA guidance
and professional assistance a small coastal town can
initiate measures that have a profound impact on
future development.
The Town of Bath
The Town of Bath played an important role in the
early history of the state. Located at the confluence
of Bath Creek and Back Creek on Pamlico Sound,
the town's harbor served as a port of entry to most
of the state in the 1700s. It was the site of several
historic events, including the state's first General
Assembly and visits by the pirate Blackbeard.
Blackbeard's visits are commemorated in an outdoor
drama performed for tourists every summer.
The town has an estimated population of 267.
After several decades of population decline, the
town has been growing at an estimated 3.75 percent
annually since 1980. Significantly, between 1970 and
1980 the elderly population of the town doubled
from 21 percent of the total population to 42.8 per-
cent. Tourism is the largest contributor to the
economy of the town and the local high school is









Recent growth, coupled with environmental
limitations such as flood prone areas, points of
excessive erosion, and limitations of soil for septic
tank use, have made careful land use planning and
implementation critical.
The first CAMA-mandated land use plan for the
Town of Bath was completed in 1977 in conjunction
with the Beaufort County Land Use Plan. The Town
of Bath Planning Board adpoted a Land Develop-
ment Plan in 1977 and a companion Zoning Or-
dinance in 1979, which included an Historic District
Ordinance. In 1980, the town decided to do its own
land use plan, and in 1981 the town adopted its first
locally drafted CAMA Land Use Plan. Bath is now
completing its mandated 5-year update of that plan.
The Town Board of Commisssioners has identified
several concerns that are typical of many of its sister
cities in the Southeast Atlantic Seaboard:
• how to promote farming, attract light industry,
and stimulate business and local employment;
• how to continue improving the water system
and treat wastewater to provide better service to
townspeople and allow for future development;
• how to guide and encourage development of
permanent second homes and other recreational
projects in the area without harming the town's
natural and historic qualities;
• how to maximize citizen involvement in the
planning process.
Wastewater
Of those concerns, wastewater treatment was con-
sidered one of the most pressing. The town has
historically relied solely on septic tanks. But soil
drainage makes septic tanks impractical on a broad
basis. By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the town
was already detecting increased coliform bacteria
levels in its groundwater. Although the actual source
of the bacteria was unknown, the problem
highlighted the limitation imposed by wastewater
treatment on the town's potential for development.
In 1982, CAMA established a demonstration
grant fund. Because of Bath's strongly stated com-
mitment to protect its water, and because the town
typified many small coastal towns, CAMA provid-
ed the town with demonstration project funds to hire
consultants to develop an alternative wastewater
treatment system.
The Town of Bath enlisted the assistance of a plan-
ning consultant to propose alternatives and to ex-
amine the potential for additional funds beyond the
town's revenues. Bath had already concluded that
a conventional centralized wastewater treatment
plant would be too expensive (an estimated $1.2
million). So the consultant embarked on a study to
develop a plan for a small, alternative wastewater
system that would be easily adaptable to other
coastal area communities.
Since increasing development of the town was an
important issue with its citizens, and since any treat-
ment system would entail increased taxes, the Town
Board of Commissioners and the consultant agreed
from the start that any planning should involve
maximum communication with the public.
First, a survey was conducted. That survey in-
dicated that half of the town's 186 septic tanks were
in marginal or inadequate condition. Bath High
School had occasionally been forced to close early
to avoid overloading the septic tanks.
To the consultants surveying the situation, the
problem required taking a larger view of Bath's
future:
The challenge of Bath, as with many small
coastal communities, is to accommodate the
discrepancy between individuals' inability to
pay and community goals of growth and im-
proved quality of life. The challenge for the
Planning Board and its consultant is, there-
fore, to identify commercial development
opportunities within the target area that
would reduce individual residential hook-up
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charges, while achieving community growth
goals. That is, can new income-generating pro-
jects be developed as a means of financing a
significant proportion of the total hook-up
costs?
Working towards that end, in the fall of 1982 the
Town and the consultants organized a public meet-
ing to discuss growth and development possibilities.
All property owners, town officials, and other key
individuals were mailed invitations and the meeting
was publicized in the local newspapers. Over 30
community residents attended. The consensus from
the meeting was that the cost of implementing a cen-
tralized wastewater treatment system would be
borne by new businesses or development, rather
than by existing businesses or homeowners.
Consultants studied a variety of funding sources:
Fanners Home Administration (FmHA) Community
Facilities Program; federal Community Develop-
ment Block Grants (CDBG); the North Carolina
Clean Water Bond Act of 1977; and the CAMA Im-
plementation Demonstration program. The con-
sultants concluded that the most feasible options
were some combination of funding from FmHA, the
Clean Water Bond Act, and Town of Bath General
Obligation bonds.
Since the town had a median income below the
national poverty level, and since the existing treat-
ment system was a health hazard, the town was
eligible for both loans and grants from FmHA for
up to 75 percent of the total project costs, excluding
maintenance and hook-up costs.
During this period, engineering studies were
underway to determine the most feasible treatment
system. Since the FmHA required that its funds be
used for a community-wide system, the engineer-
ing consultant was able to rule out the possibility
of a treatment system for a selected area of the town,
one of the options considered at the start of the
study. Several areas were identified as being suitable
for a community-wide septic field. The engineer
then prepared cost analyses for several possible
treatment systems.
During the course of 1983-84, the town secured
several funding commitments: from the FmHA for
a $217,000 loan and a $419,000 grant; from the
North Carolina Division of Environmental Manage-
ment for a $90,641 grant from the 1977 Clean Water
Bond Act; and from the North Carolina General
Assembly for a $70,000 grant. The grants and loan,
1 however, were contingent on Bath's citizens' approv-
ing a $228,000 bond referendum scheduled for
December 4, 1984.
For the bond referendum, the town officials and
consultants focused on explaining to the citizens
what the wastewater treatment system entailed, and
the costs involved. The consultants analyzed
household water usage in developing a sliding cost
scale that minimized cost impact to low-income
households.
Under that scale, the typical family could expect
to pay about $20 per month for both water (which
the Town was already providing to residents) and
sewage services. A brochure detailing the system and
its costs was mailed to all property owners and key
individuals.
On election day, 71 percent of Bath voters turned
out to pass the referendum by a 102 to 21 margin.
Construction of the system started in the spring of
1986 and is to be completed in early 1987. The
system is designed to accommodate the Town's







Several important political and technical lessons
were learned from this project:
1. Bath's success demonstrates that small towns
can elicit monies from several sources to fund critical
capital improvements.
2. Maximum citizen participation in the planning
process can be successfully completed and imple-
mented, and indeed probably offers better hope for
success than planning conducted by technocrats
behind closed doors. In Bath, citizens were provid-
ed with numerous opportunities to participate in the
planning process.
Aggressive efforts to obtain citizen input are
probably even more important in small towns than
in large ones. Residents of small towns are more like-
ly to be aware of what is happening in their town
and to vocalize their concerns. Planners should
therefore provide opportunities for open dialogue
and attempt to channel citizens' suggestions towards
resolving planning problems.
3. Bath's success shows the potential for joint state
government/local government /federal government/
private sector ventures, where all have a stake in the
outcome.
4. Local governments covered by CAMA learn an
important lesson in land use planning. For Bath,
much of the information that was inherent in mak-
ing a decision about wastewater treatment had
already been collected and digested by citizens, so
the town was comfortable going through the process
of determining its direction on wastewater. Other
coastal towns that have also gone through the
CAMA planning process should find the experience
easier each time around.
5. From a technical standpoint, the consultants
examined the legal constraints of developing a
wastewater system before focusing on technical
issues. This expedited the process. Occasionally,
there is too much of a tendency to focus on technical
issues, only to find out that legal constraints make
them irrelevant.
6. During the public discussion of the project, the
consultants focused on both the need and demand
for the system. This is an important distinction.
Need was defined as existing and potential septic
tank system failure. Demand was defined as the will-
ingness of economic forces in the marketplace to
allocate money for improved wastewater treatment.
Drawing this distinction defines the most feasible
avenues to pursue financing.
7. Finally, the experience pointed out the impor-
tance of studying the restrictions of financing
sources early in the process. In the case of Bath, an
earlier examination of FmHA regulations would
have eliminated the necessity of considering
wastewater treatment systems for limited areas of
the town since the FmHA finances only community-
wide programs.
Bath Land Use Update
The 5-year update of the Town's Land Use Plan
is based on a household survey conducted by the
Planning Board and consultants in 1986. It reflects
the high priority the Town placed on public input.
The citizens of Bath and its planning jurisdiction
considered five issues to be of primary concern:
pollution of creeks and rivers from farmland water
run-off; phosphate mining operation along and
within the Pamlico River; pollution of creeks and
rivers by industry; protection of cultural and
historical areas; and protection of commercial
fishing.
The Planning Board is adapting these goals to its
statement of policy objectives:
1. Encourage residential and small business devel-
opment within town boundaries;
2. Promote the agriculture and fishing industries;
3. Where development requires the expansion of
community services, discourage (a) private marinas,
(b) water access for sailboats only, and (c) subdivi-
sion development wherein the town provides all the
facilities, and require the developer to assume the
financial responsibility.
In many ways, the development of a community-
wide wastewater treatment system represented the
culmination of citizens' concerns over the future of
their town. However, continued and widespread in-
terest in land use planning indicates that maintain-
ing a balance between environmental and cultural
protection and economic development will require
fine-tuning.
The success of Bath offers hope for similar towns
in North Carolina and throughout the nation. Bath's
success provides inspiration to planners that a
thoughtful planning process can produce effective
results.
